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sites 
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Ministers to create new planning powers to tackle illegal traveller sites 

Sunday Telegraph. Sunday 12th December 2010 

Ministers are to hand down new powers to local authorities aimed at tackling illegal traveller 
sites. 

Ministers to create new planning powers to tackle illegal traveller sites 
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The aim is to stop travellers ’developing’ camps overnight. 

The coalition’s long-awaited Localism Bill, to be published tomorrow, will include new 
measures, including increased fines, aimed at stopping travellers "developing” camps 
overnight then thwarting enforcement officers by tying councils up in red tape. 


It will also tackle people who construct "secret" homes - sometimes hidden by bales of straw or 
masquerading as bams - to avoid planning law. 

Eric Pickles, the Communities Secretary, said: "It is simply not fair that people get away with 
creeping in at night to set up illegal encampments or secretly constructing illegal homes to the 
detriment of their law-abiding neighbours." 


Sources at Mr Pickles's Communities and Local Government Department (CLG) said one of the 
measures in the Bill would bring in a ban on retrospective planning permission for 
unauthorised traveller sites which were subject to enforcement proceedings. 


In future, applicants will have to decide whether to apply for retrospective planning permission 
or appeal an enforcement notice - but could not do both. Sources said the move was targeted at 
groups of travellers who moved quickly on to a site and tarmacked a road - then applied for 
retrospective planning permission at the same time as appealing against an enforcement 
notice. One added: "This often buys the applicant more time by paralysing the system with 
multiple issues." 


In addition, the maximum penalty which can be imposed by magistrates for deliberately 
ignoring planning laws is to increase from £1,000 to £2,500 - in another Localism Bill move. 

Separately from the Bill, Mr Pickles is to study proposals to charge higher fees for retrospective 
planning applications to try to ensure they become a greater deterrent. 

Councils will also be encouraged to develop "local enforcement plans" which set out their own 
enforcement policies and priorities, and will have more freedom to decide which cases to 
pursue and which not to - with a reduction in enforcement guidance. 
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Meanwhile an expanded national database of prosecutions for all planning offences will be 
brought in so "persistent offenders" will be able to be better targeted. 

Crackdowns on travellers have been a "no-go" area for the Conservatives for years after 
outspoken attacks on gipsies by Michael Howard, the former Tory leader, saw him branded an 
extremist and were thought to have cost the party votes in the 2005 general election. 

Mr Howard was forced to claim he was "not racist" and was simply "standing up for the correct 
values" after a storm of criticism over his plans to criminalise trespass by travellers. 

Mr Pickles's proposals do not go as far, but he added: "The majority of people are happy to 
abide by planning laws and we will not sit back and allow people to illegally building a home or 
dishonestly bypass the planning system. 

'The system must be fair and these new powers will give councils real teeth to crack down on 
offenders so everyone is on an equal footing and those who play by the rules are protected." 

The Localism Bill will also extend time limits on tackling people who deliberately mislead 
planners by allowing councils a year longer to apply to magistrates for a Planning Enforcement 
Order where they believe someone has deliberately tried to conceal illegal building or 
development. The current time limit is four years. 

Sources said it was important to tackle a phenomenon which has seen people building 
extensive homes and disguising them behind bales or siting them within existing bams. 

The Bill, as The Sunday Telegraph revealed last weekend, will give greater freedom to home 
owners to carry out major home improvements, including extensions, alterations and new 
drives on existing properties, without the need for planning permission. 

It is also expected to pave the way for elected mayors in the 12 largest cities outside London. 
Delayed by internal Whitehall wrangling, it was scheduled for last Thursday but will finally 
emerge tomorrow. 
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